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Let the Purists Have
Their Passion
Gerald A. Jennings, Principal
Berrien Springs Public Schools
Let's set aside the passion and be
practical! There is an ongoing
point-counterpoint within the
reading community which seems to
be pretty far removed from the dayto-day realities that exist in the
classroom. The argument pits the
whole-task theorist against the partto-whole theorist. This argument is
interesting on a cognitive level, but
in practice neither extreme is a
reflection of practical instructional
methodology. In fact, when it comes
to teaching 28 kids reading for 180
days, there are few "purist" teachers
who successfully teach all 28 to
read.
The classroom teacher has the
responsibility to make readers out of
non-readers, improved readers out
of poor readers, and critical readers
of able readers. As classroom
teachers think about theory, they act
in ways that will be effective with
each and every child in their
charge. These actions are likely to
reflect theory, but not always in a
pure sense. There is a very good
reason for this, education is a
human process. People teach people, and when teaching is successful, it is often because the
teacher connected with the child in
a unique way.
For the successful, determined
teacher, mixing, and remixing
theories is the only way to meet the
challenge before him. The teacher
may be a believer in a theory, but
when faced with the human dilemma
of what to do to help one of his or her
students improve theory breaks
down and the teacher becomes a
pragmatist. Teachers want their
students to be learners so they start
mixing.
There is much discussion today
suggesting that learning to read will
be most effectively accomplished if
teachers would follow the "part to
whole" theory (labeled P) in which
reading is seen as a set of skills and
sub-skills encompassing phonics,
sight words, structure, comprehension and context. In contrast, there
are also several advocates of a
"whole to part" theory (labeled W)

which stresses that the reading process must be approached holistically. The advocates of this approach
want learners focusing on the
predictability of written language
by tuning into the the semantic and
syntactic clues inherent in
language.
To clarify this conflict, from the
perspective of the classroom, let's
create a question and answer session with a mythical experienced
teacher. This teacher, like most
committed professionals, is determined to teach each and every one
of his 28 students to read. Notice
that the answers will be labeled as
reflecting either "part to whole" (P)
or "whole to part" (W).
Q. It is obvious you are committed
to teaching your kids to read.
What is it you would want your
students to answer if they were
asked, "Why do you want to
read"?
A. I would like them to answer, "To
get the message the author is
sending and to understand the
message". (W)
Q. How can you teach any and all
of your students to read ALL
those words needed to get the
message?

A. Naturally, through the linguistic
predictability of language (W)
and/or by applying one of their
"strategies" for attacking
words.(P)
Q. How does the teacher actually
put an emphasis on both
theories?

A. From my vantage point, the
classroom, I must say that the
reading process cannot be looked
at from just one side of the road.
Such a perspective will lead to
"imbalance" and to the reality
that some learners will be lost
without a "road to reading". The
holistic approach can leave
learners with little ability to attack words other than through
semantic or syntactic clues. The
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skills approach can leave
learners with little or no focus
on reading for meaning. So both
approaches need to be stressed.
Neither is right or wrong. Both
are very much a reflection of the
reading act.
Q. What "balanced" instructional
format would you suggest to the
classroom teacher?

A. Have a sustained silent reading
time daily (W). Teach (not test)
from the basal or your basic
reading program the decoding
skills as presented (P). Have
learners create (author) books
for others (parents, classmates,
kids in another school) to read
(W). Be sure learners do practice each skill taught and make
the practice independent of you
(P). Label things in the room
stages of the science experiment, or the growth of the class
gerbil. Write group stories
about the moth you observed,
the auction you had, the power
failure from the night before, or
the field trip you took. Put these
stories up or out to be read! (W).
Keep track of your learners;
don't move on from one reading
skill to the next without mastery
(P). Put posters up all around
the room. Get books and
magazines into the room (borrow the books that were written
by the kids next door or in the
next town). Better yet, exchange
books for a couple of weeks (W).
Emphasize that "this skill is a
strategy"
to
be
used in "this situation". Be sure
to teach learners the value of a
given skill and the times to use
that skill (P). Read to kids of all
ages (yes, secondary too,
reading a mystery to twelfth
graders and leaving the last
chapter for them to read can do
wonders for developing a
reading habit (W) ) . Teach
learners to be aware of the
author's purpose. Is it to persuade, inform, entertain ... ?

Then teach learners to look for
the main idea and the relationship involved in the material,
i.e., cause and effect, sequential, classification, descriptive
and so on (P). When teaching
your third (fourth, eighth, tenth,
it makes no difference) grade
class from your science book
and you notice that the
language is not predictable
(natural), take the time to
rewrite sections of the content so
that it is predictable (natural). If
you do this for three (six or nine)
topics a year, you would have
quite a file in a few years (W).
When you are working with a
poor reader and your want him
or her to be able to read a given
book because you know that
would help to build his or her
confidence you might use any of
these techniques; (a) put all of
the unknown words from the
book on flash cards and teach
the words at sight (P), (b) tape
the book and have the learner
listen and follow along until the
story has been impressed in his
or her memory (W), (c) or write
the story yourself with the
learner as the main character
doing one of his or her favorite
things. This story will then be
more readable to the learner
because it will use natural and
predictable language (W).

won't make any difference. They
do when the teacher applies
them appropriately and
remembers that it is his or her
involvement with the learners
that is of super importance. The
teacher, as a decision maker,
must think through or diagnose
the problem with a real sensitivety to the specific student
and not be "locked into" a given
approach in spite of the child.
Now, back to the specifics of
your question. I find myself
working from the premise that
all my students can definitely
benefit from learning work attack skills (P), as well as
benefiting from learning that
reading is a matter of getting
meaning from the predictable,
natural patterns found in our
language (W). From time to
time, I find that a given learner
seems to need intensified instruction in a facet of one of
these approaches. There are
also times when a learner needs
exclusive instruction from one
of these approaches, but let me
be quick to point out that it is my
observation that the need for an
exclusive approach is usually
based upon the fact that the
other approach was overemphasized or possibly that the
child had been "locked into" an
approach in spite of his or he
needs.

Q. O.K. you have made your point.
How about this ... when should
the teacher teach skills and
when should he or she be
teaching learners to strive for
reading by following the natural
meaning of the written passage?
A. To tell you the honest truth, it is
not an either or situation. As is
apparent from what I have just
said, I find myself teaching from
both approaches throughout the
day (P and/or W). "Balance"
seems to be the key.

. Q. Which students need more of
one approach and are there
students who need only one approach?
A. I have read many a research
report that has said loud and
clear that it is not the approach,
but the teacher that makes the
real educational difference with
learners. Teachers have the impact. They are decision makers
that is not to say that approaches

Q. Can you be more specific about
what you mean by "overemphasized" or "locked into"?

A. It is my belief that the way "part
to whole" approach or a "whole
to part" approach is delivered to
a child has to be understandable
to that child. This means the
teacher must be very sensitive to
the learner. Remember,
teachers are charged with
teaching someone something
they don't know. Students can
be over-loaded. We must be
careful to teach them, not teach
an approach! It is my experience that learners do not
want to be confused and will
strive to find consistency. Often
the instructional approach will
be taught to a group, and a
given individual or two within
the group, may find the material
or approach confusing. If this
happens for very long the child
becomes a "confused reader"; a
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reader whose strategies for getting the message are not working. I have seen this happen
with learners who have been
taught from any number of
methods. It appears to me that
learners can get "tangled in
knots" when they are learning to
read. The best way to untangle
the knot is to adopt an approach, which seems most appropriate, and stick with it exclusively until the learner is
back on his or her feet again.

Q. From the sound of your explanation it is clear that your approach is diversified. How
would you summarize your instructional philosophy?

A. First of all, I would say that the
teacher who actually teaches all
of his or her students is likely to
be using a diversified approach.
Secondly, the bottom line is to
teach kids. To do this you don't
want to throw your instruction
out of balance! My philosophy is
integrated and practical. The
only "pure" thing about it is my
commitment to teach every
child! I don't know if there is an
answer to the question, "Which
approach will teach more kids to
read?" My experience,
knowledge, and intuition lead
me toward truly integrating
them both.

